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images to verbal stimuli. The U-year-old child ilmprovises complex
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their interest in exploring the sound possibilities of a single
instrument longer than four-year-old children. Between the ages of 6
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MISICAL PMPROVESATION REHAVIOR OF YSUNG CHILDREN
John W. Flohr

Many texts and r=por— =z=2aling with music sducation advoca . c=ative
experience as an integmd —=— of the rusic program. Leonhard a - Hmse (1972)
are clear on this poir—:

It seems obvims =mt all phases of the m:ic ecucati... -wogram
would profit from ==l -reative work in whick composxzg, ° —farming,

and listening zre —wbized intc an integretes experience. hs can

be achieved by emmiws: . on improvisation or =ctempori———vr, &= along
the line, from =hessszzv schwol “Arough the secordary scaw . and beyond.

One would think that ~he —ec=z! adva=rages of mprovisatiocr = i music
educz=ion of childre: a . ge=erate ap zZundance of resmr T oweTs.
Metzams have been desgme¢ °c -oster mr—visatomr. but -itrti~ 1S sgmwn about
the C. racteristics of ¢ .dr—': omro—sation:. childem's rew-tiars to

o4 3tory tasks, Or te ~xvent to wizch the mmrovisstior -7 children

‘he work of Pos zm priers at the Pillshyr Foundation (1978) is
perhap——<ie earliest w—w = msical imrovisatic behavior of two o Six~
year-o_d children. In sgeemi. Pond found thar young children wer= aot
'md:Sposed to make pre:Ty =ymmetrical times, mr rather patterns, shapes,
and structures whose elemmmes ire rhythmic figurss and intervals. Prével
[1973; Gaudreau-Slater amc Pre¥rel, 1978) chserwer three to thirteen-year-
:1d musically naive child=m i a room with simpre instruments and drawing
= terials. He found a nazrov correlation betweerr the children's musical
Jevelopment and the main smawe- of their moter, =wotional, and mental
G-velopment. After the cifldren were able tx camzrol their movements, they
Eegan to experiment with Tmiwe, vary dynamics._ mse accents, and construct
cnclusions and introductwre

_ This paper is based mzr = author's doctzmx=? dissertation, "Musical
Improvisation Behavior of sy Children" (University of Illinois at Urbana,
Q 1979,
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METHOD

The purpose e¥ -he study was B characterize and describe young
durine ten fifteer—mmite sessions. Four four-yia'zr%:ld, four six-year—oid,
ané four eight-yerr-old children participated in t=e study. Each =2ild
met individually e the imestigatcr for ten fifeeen-mimmre sessioms and
improvised with mer aeliet a2 Stabip 49 altc xvigpione using a two-octave
pentatonic scale conqnzs:mg e pnau;m c, d, £, g and a. Esch session
involved three improvisator- phases. Durinmg phase ame, free =xprmoration,
each child was given the TRmErTmity £o explore tae xylophone Fweely within
the time limit of five-mimtes and thus dewelop mmiwlative ~=Smwques and
explore the somnd possiirlires of the xylophone. Mmse two, mrded ex-
ploration, consisted of smarr misice) sasks desigmec-to give t== =ild an
opportunity to develop IsrTwisatory respumses am® refine performemce tech-
niques. The short musical tasks included two imi<agion tasks (e.g., short
melodic or rhythm patterns) as# six improvisatiomsl tasks encouraging an
improvised response (e.g., Hring ‘“.aversztions” the investigator amc child
pretended they were taiking w=h the xyXophones _IT = ques—Son-answer mamner).
During phase three, explormmery amerovisation, the _nvéstigator played the
folk song, "Hush Little Baby." followimg compietiom of the folk -
song,the child was given the @portEity ™ improvise a melody while the
investigator played a twenty-fowr mmssure bordmm accompaniment using the
rhythm, JJ JJ J , on the pitches Tand c. Each session was recorded and
the improvisations from phase tiwee. =gpioratory improvisation, were notated
for subsequent amalysis. The mvm analyzed the children's inmitial
responses, sequences of behavior, ami smrsical structure of the improvisations.
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RESULTS

The study resulted in the production of minimally reduced records of
children's improvisatory behavior. Each subject responded to the improvisatory
tasks in his or her unique way, but several general patterns of behavior
emerged. All the children exhibited a small amount of interest in dynamics
and timbre probably as a result of the limitations of the xylophone. If the
children had been given sevei'al instruments, they may have explored the dynamics
and ti;nbral possibilities of the different instruments.

During free exploration all the children used stepwise motior and re-
peated pitches to explore the entire range of the xylophone. Two of the
eight-year-old children played tonally durlng their initial exploration. In
subsequent sessions all of the eight-year-olds played tonal patterns which
established that they were workiné within the £' tonal orientation, but only
two 's.i;é-year-olds and one four-year-old did so. The older children's ex-
plorations were consistently more patterned than the fozn'-yéar-olds' explora-
tions. All of the four-year-olds spent less time in free exploration during
sessions 2-10 than in session * They became tired of free exploration in
much the same way that young “hildrn become tired of 2 new toy. The older
full five minute time limit.

Three of the four children from each age group changed their musical
responses in relation to the verbal stimuli of tasks from phase two, guided
exploration. For example, when asked to play as if "mad,"” one four-year-
old child respon&eci with loud, steady, accented beating .and added, "It sounds
noisy." She changed to softer and faster playing when asked to play as if .
"glad." She responded to the stimulus "rain" by repeating a rhythm pattern
but added, "It doesn't sound like tﬁat, It comes down.' She played slowly
and softly from the highest pitch of th5e xylophone down to the lowest pitch.



She responded to the stimulus "'thunder" with a contrasting musical amswer
by playing a series of loud pitches and accelerating the tempo. During

other tasks of phase two the eight-yeaf-olds typically related their impro-

vised responses to the melodic and rhythmic characteristics of the s—rmuli.

. For example, an eight-year-old often established inversiom relationsirps
between his responses and stimuli. The yowmmger children's responses vere
initially unrelated to the stimuli, but in later sessions several of —he
younger children began improvising patterns which were related to the stimml:
The change in their behavior indicated a better understanding of the tasks
and increased sensitivity to the melodic and rhythmic characteristics of
the stimuli.

The four-year-olds spent less_ time playing the xylophone during the third
phase in the later sessions, but the oldér children typicaily played the
entire time the iﬁveStigator piaye& the bor&m. _fividmtly, the f0ur-ye'ar-o;i
became tired of exploratory improvisation. The older subjects played patte
which indicated that they were improvising within a tonal orientation more
often than the four-year-olds. Quarter-note triplet rhythms against the quar -r-
notes of the bordun were characteristic of the four-year-oicB improvisation«
and the rhyﬂms they inprovised were often more complex than those 1mprov1_<f
by the older subjects. The four-year-olds typically improvised rhythms whi.
were different from the bordlm thythm (Figure 1).

Repetition and variation were common in the initial exploratory improwv._-
sations of the eight-year-olds and six-year-olds but not the four-year-olds
In subsequent sessions the older children's impi'ovisations were more patterned
than those of the fo&-yeat-blas, and the eight-year-olds often improvised large
formal structures (Figure 2). Asymmetrical phrase length was most common in
the younger children's improvisations.




dhdll SR SR S O O

Fep P P e PP
Figure 2. Eight-year-old's improvisation - ninth sessiox®™
*Measeres in which the child did not play exactly on the meat are

indicared by broken bar lines. 7
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The older children, *mmever, comSmmed to the two-measure phrase. structurs
the bordun. The m=:c improvised av the older children indicated that the—
perception i bermme- decentered whiliethe central concern of the four-yesr—
olds apparencs s what sounded xieasmt at the moment rather than the
overall forme:  Tm=ure.
DISCUSSION

What imxticc oms can be drawn for music education? First, the
improvisatic.s ©F vmng children can -rovide the music educator with a
resource abwmdant with pedagogical ssibilities. For example, the repeti-
tion and versation technique in z ci-1d's improvisation may be used to
help teach === comxepts of repetitaan and variation. Second, the character-
istics of c=ldren's improvisation =hange in relation to the child's
chronclogiczi age. The teacher may expect different musical techniques to
be employed by children of differemt chronological ages. Third, young
children are able to improvise patterns which are related to melodic and
rhythmic stimuli. The teacher may wish to give children the opportunity
to expand their response repertoire through repeated experiences with
improvisational tasks. Fourth, four to eight-year-old children are able
to form musical images to verbal stimuli. Tasks such as, '"Play as if you
are mad,” may be a useful measure o initiate improvisation with young
children. Fifth, the four-year-old child improvises complex rhythm pattemé.
The teacher may wish to encourage and nurture the young child's ability to
perform complex rhythm patterns to enable the child to sustain his or her
ability in later years. éinh, the Six-year-oid and eight-year-oid child
maintains his or her interest in exploring the sound possibilities of a
single instrument longer than the four-year-old child. The four-year-old
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child's attention is focused on thé sound itself. Later, =tween the

ages of six and eight, the child may improvise large formal structures

as his or her perception becomes decentered. The teacher ma-wish to
consider the possibility of giving four-year-old children amrie opportunity
to explore a wide variety of sound sources and begin improvisatory training
with six-year-old children. Finally, four, six, and eight-vear-old children
are able to fréely improvise music which is unique. The t=acher may wish

to incéipOrate improvisatory opportmmities into the music program in order
to develop the individuality of free expression.
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